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The State of Reading
In the State of Michigan
INTRODUCTION BY LINDA

M.

PAVONETTI

L

st fall, as I realized my term as editor of the Michigan Reading Journal was rapidly coming to a conclusion,
I reflected on the role of a reading journal in our era. It seemed that every graduate class I entered, every
faculty meeting I attended, even mealtimes were beleaguered by discussions of NCLB, Highly Qualified
Teachers, Grade Level Content Expectations (GLCE), and other such regulatory jargon. Over the course of the
past 3 years, my editorial colleagues and I often debated the role of a state reading journal. This final issue is
my chance to bring the voices of some of our state's best-known academics and ISD administrators to the 6,000
teachers who are members of the Michigan Reading Association.
We sent 131 letters to reading professionals across the
thoughts, comments, and recommendations
may help one of them and, in turn, provide
state (and three literacy "fixtures" who have recently
better instruction for many students.
relocated to other states). Here is the gist of the letter:
I am writing to you because you are
closely identified with Michigan and
literacy. As such, I'm sure you have some
impressions about the way our state has
taught reading in the past, what the current stance is, and what could be improved.
We would like to publish your ideas.
The Michigan Reading Journal is planning a special issue this spring that will
feature short essays by leading educators
and you are invited to submit an opinion
paper of up to 1000 words for it. If you wish,
you may include a suggested reading list.
There are several questions you might
consider:
V
What are the greatest changes
that have taken place in reading instruction?
V
What do you consider to be the
most important issues in literacy today?
V
What areas of reading education need the most attention?

V
What would you change if you
had a magic wand?
V
What words of advice do you
have for teachers?

I hope you choose to participate. The
Michigan Reading Journal has a circulation of more than 6000 professionals. Your
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I had given considerable thought to these questions
because they reflected conversations I had with
colleagues and questions I have often asked myselfwhen I was a public school teacher, when I was a grad
student, and now as an academic. I was curious to see
what others would say.
We offer you 21 essays, with a smorgasbord of different opinions on what's good or bad about the state of
reading in Michigan. My hope is that you, as teachers,
reading specialists, administrators, teacher education
students, and parents will read these opinion papers
and reflect on the issues their authors address. If
you'd like to respond by submitting an article rebutting or reflecting on the state of reading, please do.
The more aware we are of what occurs in our profession, the more empowered we become.

My Opinion
What are the greatest changes that have
taken place in reading instruction?
As I listened to a group of doctoral students-all
currently involved in some level of education from
1st grade classroom teacher to the state department of education-reflect on the information
they had read about the history of reading and
education in the United States since the seventeenth century, I marveled at how frequently they
connected past practices and battles to current
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ideology and governmental dictums. They walked
away from the reading they had done agreeing
that as educators we don't look at our past successes and mistakes often enough to learn from
them.

I

,If

I've been around long enough to have lived through
SRA kits and Distar. I have taught using basal reading series, spelling texts, and phonics workbooks. So I
have seen instructional methodologies go in and out of
fashion. Some deserve to die a merciful death. Others,
even though "old," should be retained. My classrooms
always had a library corner with overstuffed chairs
and a listening station. But I also had a writing center
and a science center. I read aloud not only for pleasure but also for science and social studies. We need
to hang on to the techniques that work, like Language
Experience Activities-even if they are not new ideas.
Before we adopt expensive and sometimes "gimmicky"
programs, we need to do the groundwork and read
independent research studies. Don't just buy the farm
because the farmer tells you it is profitable.
The most obvious change in education, is the
proliferation of computers and technology in the
classrooms. Technology was a reading machine-a
tachistoscope-when I was in elementary school.
Now classrooms feature at least one computer and
many have multiple computer stations. Some classrooms boast scanners, digital cameras, and projectors, and students send e-mail messages or instant
message each other at will. iPods, PDAs, and video
games are ubiquitous. While the Internet, e-mail,
and other advancements have improved our quality
of life, technology also has its drawbacks. Educators
need to integrate technology into instruction and use
it as an instructional tool rather than the end result.
We need to teach students to critically assess the
value and quality of on-line resources. I have found
that students do not want to read journals or books
to find information. If it is not easily accessible on
the Internet, they don't use it.

i

What areas of reading education need the
most attention?
In my opinion, there are two major areas affecting
reading education that need immediate attention:
first, high school standards and the expectation that
everyone needs a college education; second, teacher
education programs. Until high school and college
students are held to higher standards, we will not see
improvement in elementary education. These higher
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standards include raising literacy standards. I believe
students who want to teach should be able to read
advanced material, critically analyze what they have
read, then write an (after revision) error-free essay or
account on the information. Good readers and writers
need to have good teachers. Before we can teach reading, we need to be readers. Before we teach writing,
we need to be writers.

If I had a magic wand?
I'd ensure that all teachers felt comfortable to call,
e-mail, or drop in on a "knowledgeable other." Possibly it would be a district literacy expert, or a college
professor. But there would be someone who would be
willing to listen to the teacher's problems and offer
different-not necessarily new-ideas that the teacher
could try. Or offer to observe for a few hours to see if
there was some classroom dynamic the teacher had
overlooked. Some of our classroom problems stem from
unprepared teachers, but numerous other problems do
not. An outsider can frequently identify hot spots and
recommend possible solutions.
I'd ensure that every teacher was a reader. This
means math teachers and band directors, PE coaches
and technology instructors. EVERY TEACHER
includes the principal. Children need to know that
their role models find time-even create time-to read
because it is important. Students would see teachers
reading a newspaper, or Time Magazine as well as
children's books, computer manuals, cookbooks, and
detective novels.
I'd ensure that every faculty member was a readingand writing, speaking, listening, viewing-teacher.
Whether or not we realize it, we are modeling literacy
skills for students whatever we teach. Isn't it time we
all take responsibility for teaching students how to
read math problems and not just solve them?
I'd ensure that each classroom had a library with
books that reflected a rainbow of faces, races, genders,
religions, and lifestyles. I'd have old favorites, poetry,
lots of informational books, and some award winners
too. I'd have big books and little books, hard covers
and paperbacks. Each book would have a pocket in
the back with a sign-out card so students could take
the books home to share with their family and friends.
Almost 20 years ago, Teale and Martinez suggested
successful ways of promoting voluntary reading
habits: daily read alouds and classroom libraries with
trade books available for the children's use.
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What words of advice do you have for teachers?
I would advise teachers to once again consider
themselves the professionals they are. Teachers are
college graduates who continue to take classes and
often pursue advanced degrees. But we must act like
professionals also. Many of my students think I'm old
school, but I admire teachers who respect themselves
and their students enough to dress professionally. We
need to respect our own professionalism before we can
expect to receive respect from parents and outside
observers.
Part of professionalism is continuing to learn and
grow in our profession. I would provide funds for
teachers who present at and attend conferences or
provide long-term in-district workshops instead of
spending school and district funds on the kinds of
"bomb drop" in-service sessions that take place when
budgets get tight. In the winter issue of the Michigan
Reading Journal, I wrote, "I was also sorely troubled
that people routinely challenge teachers' and librarians' judgment when they would not question their
doctor, lawyer, dentist, or even their veterinarian's

recommendations" (Pavonetti, 2005). In the past,
teachers were seen as the knowledgeable expert and
parents respected teachers' opinions because those
opinions were informed by years of education and
continued study.

Conclusion
I hope something in the following opinion papers
sparks your thoughts or triggers a discussion in
your faculty lunchroom tomorrow. If so, it is time for
you to assume a leadership role in our state. Write
an article. Submit a proposal for next year's MRA
conference to share your good teaching with other
Michigan teachers. Be part of the solution and show
the world that the state of Michigan's reading is in
good hands.
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Forty Years of Literacy InstructionProgress, Politics and Pedagogy
BY W. DORSEY HAMMOND
SALISBURY UNIVERSITY

A

few weeks ago, I informed my dean at Salisbury University in Maryland that
the fall 2005 semester will probably be my final semester as a fulltime faculty
member. I plan to teach part time and stay involved in the literacy profession,
but frankly I have other ventures I would like to pursue.

Just a day or two after that conversation with my
dean, I received a request to submit a Michigan
Reading Journal article for a special themed issue on

significant changes in literacy
instruction, the current state of
the profession, and areas need-

Dorsey Hammond began his career as a fourth-grade teacher
in Camden, Delaware. He earned his M.Ed and Ph.D from the
University of Delaware and taught at Oakland University for
30 years. He is currently a professor of education at Salisbury
University in Salisbury, MD, and continues to maintain ties with
the Oakland University faculty and Michigan Reading Association.
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